Introduction
============

Approximately 14% of infants in low-income countries weigh less than 2.5 kg at birth -- many are born preterm.[@R1] Most research on mortality and illness among low-birth-weight infants has focused on the neonatal period[@R2] and few studies from sub-Saharan Africa have generated population-based estimates of post-neonatal outcomes.[@R3]^--^[@R6] Such estimates are particularly scarce for the -- mostly preterm -- infants born weighing less than 1.50 kg.[@R7]^,^[@R8] Data from sub-Saharan Africa on the degree to which low birth weight increases the risk of mortality and illness in the post-neonatal period are lacking but are needed to target interventions. Caregivers who think an infant is likely to die may be less likely to seek care for the infant, especially if the infant is fragile and small and the affected household is poor and far from a health facility.[@R9]

We used data from a neonatal vitamin A supplementation (Neovita) trial to investigate birth weight as a risk factor for illness and mortality in infancy. Our primary objective was to determine the extent to which low-birth-weight infants were at increased risk of mortality and illness in the first year of life. Our secondary objectives were: (i) to assess, among sick infants, the association between birth weight and care seeking and health-facility admissions; (ii) to examine how the effects of birth weight on infant illness and mortality varied between the neonatal period, early infancy and late infancy: and (iii) to investigate whether any effect of birth weight on mortality varied by distance to the nearest health facility and/or socioeconomic status.

Methods
=======

The Neovita trial was conducted at the Kintampo Health Research Centre in rural Ghana.[@R10]^,^[@R11] The study area is served by four district hospitals and 69 health facilities. All pregnancies and deliveries among women aged 15--49 years between August 2010 and November 2011 were identified through a population-based prospective surveillance system. Infants who were staying in the study area for at least six months after enrolment, who were aged less than four days and who were able to suck or feed at screening were enrolled.

Using calibrated electronic or spring scales, fieldworkers recorded birth weights to the nearest 0.1 and 0.2 kg, respectively. Over 70% of enrolled infants were weighed within 24 hours of delivery and only five (0.2%) were weighed more than 72 hours after delivery.

During both pregnancy surveillance and at enrolment, fieldworkers asked each pregnant woman the date of her last menstrual period. Various household, infant and maternal characteristics were recorded at enrolment.[@R10]^,^[@R11] Infants were visited monthly for the first year of life. At each visit, the infant's mother was asked if the infant had been ill since the previous visit and, if so, when the illness had started and ended, whether care for the illness had been sought and, if so, whether the infant had been admitted, for at least one night, to a health facility. Data were also collected on the infant's vital status and, when applicable, date of death.

The primary outcomes were illness and mortality in the first year of life. For each reported episode of illness, we investigated absence of care seeking and admission to a health facility.

If an end date but no start date was recorded for an illness, the start date was assumed to have been five days, i.e. the median duration of illness recorded, before the end date. If both start and end dates were unrecorded, the start date was assumed to be the midpoint between the date the illness was reported and the date of the previous follow-up visit. Similarly, if a study infant died within a year of birth but its date of death was not recorded, it was assumed to have died at the midpoint between the first report of its death and the last report of it being alive. Facility admissions occurring within 28 days of a previous admission were reviewed to assess whether they represented responses to a single ongoing illness.

The primary exposure, birth weight, was divided into non-low-birth-weight, i.e. at least 2.50 kg, and three categories of low-birth-weight: 2.00--2.49, 1.50--1.99 and less than 1.50 kg.[@R7]^,^[@R8]^,^[@R12]

For most of the 28 498 pregnancies identified during the study, data on last menstrual period were missing (*n* = 16 398) or inconsistently reported (*n* = 1935). Given this and the known discordance between mothers' reports of the dates of their last menstrual periods and the corresponding gestational ages assessed by ultrasonography,[@R13]^--^[@R15] we did not investigate the association between gestational age and our outcomes of interest.

For all analyses, follow-up started at birth and ended at: (i) 364 days of age; (ii) the date of death, for infants who died when aged less than 365 days; or (iii) the last date the infant was seen alive if they exited the study when aged less than 365 days.

Data analysis
-------------

All analyses were conducted using Stata version 13.1 (StataCorp. LP, College Station, United States of America).

We generated Kaplan--Meier curves of the probability of survival for low-birth-weight infants compared with non-low-birth-weight infants. We calculated mortality rates for the first year of life. As mortality rate changes rapidly, particularly in the neonatal period, we used multivariable Cox regression to calculate adjusted hazard ratios (aHR) for the association between birth weight and mortality.

To allow for repeated illness events, we used random-effects Poisson regression to calculate adjusted rate ratios (aRR) for the association between birth weight and infant illness.

Among infants with reported illness, for each illness episode, we used random-effects logistic regression to calculate adjusted odds ratios (aOR) of the association between birth weight and an absence of care seeking or health-facility admission. For each analysis, we assessed whether the effect of birth weight varied between the neonatal, early and late infant periods -- represented by ages of 0--27, 28--182 and 183--364 days, respectively -- by fitting birth weight as an interaction term with time period. Similarly, for mortality, we assessed whether the effect of birth weight varied by distance to the nearest health facility and/or socioeconomic status.

For all analyses, we used likelihood ratio tests and 95% confidence intervals (CI) to assess the statistical evidence for an association between birth weight and each outcome. We also adjusted a priori for infant sex and single/multiple birth, maternal age, education, illness and occupation and household exposure to indoor smoke, distance to nearest health facility, ethnicity, number of children in family, religion and socioeconomic status.

Ethics
------

Ethics approval for the collection of data included in this study was granted by the Ethics Committees of the World Health Organization, the London School of Hygiene & Tropical Medicine and the Kintampo Health Research Centre.

Results
=======

Of the 22 955 infants enrolled in the trial, we included the 22 906 (99.8%) with complete covariate data in our analyses. Of these, almost 16% (3584) were low-birth-weight ([Table 1](#T1){ref-type="table"}).

###### Characteristics of 22 906 infants included in the analyses, Ghana, 2010--2011

  Characteristic                                  No. (%)
  ----------------------------------------------- ---------------
  **Birth weight in kg**                          
  ≥ 2.50                                          19 322 (84.4)
  2.00--2.49                                      3 023 (13.2)
  1.50--1.99                                      444 (1.9)
  \< 1.50                                         117 (0.5))
  **Religion of head of household**               
  Christian                                       15 961 (69.7)
  Muslim                                          5 486 (24.0)
  Other                                           1 459 (6.4)
  **Ethnicity of household**                      
  Akan                                            10 690 (46.7)
  Other                                           12 216 (53.3)
  **Maternal education**                          
  None                                            7 101 (31.0)
  Primary                                         4 232 (18.5)
  Post-primary                                    11 573 (50.5)
  **Maternal occupation**                         
  Farming                                         6 642 (29.0)
  Government, private or other employed           1 223 (5.3)
  Self-employed                                   8 934 (39.0)
  Not employed                                    6 107 (26.7)
  **Socioeconomic status, as wealth quintile**    
  1 (poorest)                                     4 489 (19.6)
  2                                               4 539 (19.8)
  3                                               4 576 (20.0)
  4                                               4 638 (20.2)
  5 (richest)                                     4 664 (20.4)
  **Exposure to indoor smoke**                    
  Exposed                                         13 033 (56.9)
  **Place of delivery**                           
  Facility                                        17 552 (76.6)
  Non-facility                                    5 354 (23.4)
  **Distance to nearest health facility in km**   
  \< 1.00                                         13 856 (60.5)
  1.00--4.99                                      5 282 (23.1)
  ≥ 5.00                                          3 768 (16.4)
  **Maternal age in years**                       
  15--19                                          2 644 (11.5)
  20--24                                          5 880 (25.7)
  25--29                                          6 149 (26.8)
  30--34                                          4 611 (20.1)
  ≥ 35                                            3 622 (15.8)
  **No. of children in family**                   
  0--1                                            6 722 (29.3)
  2--3                                            9 137 (39.9)
  ≥ 4                                             7 047 (30.8)
  Unknown                                         
  **Maternal illness**                            
  Present                                         1 122 (4.9)
  **Infant sex**                                  
  Female                                          11 286 (49.3)
  **Single or multiple birth**                    
  Multiple                                        845 (3.7)

Mortality
---------

Of the included infants, 698 (3.0%) died younger than 365 days. Of these 698 deaths, 277 (39.7%) occurred in the neonatal period, 248 (35.5%) in early infancy and 173 (24.8%) in late infancy. The numbers of deaths per 1000 live births were 30.5 overall and 22.4, 48.6, 160.0 and 402.0 among infants born weighing at least 2.50, 2.00--2.49, 1.50--1.99 and less than 1.50 kg, respectively

Mortality declined with age but was consistently higher for low-birth-weight infants than for non-low-birth-weight infants ([Fig. 1](#F1){ref-type="fig"}). The likelihood of death increased with lower birth weight (*P* \< 0.0001). After adjusting for all potential confounders, infants born weighing 2.00--2.49, 1.50--1.99 and less than 1.50 kg were about two (aHR: 2.13), eight (aHR: 8.21), and 25 (aHR: 25.38) times more likely to die in their first year of life than non-low-birth-weight infants ([Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}).
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###### Associations between birth weight and infant mortality, illness, absence of care seeking and health-facility admission in the first year of life Ghana, 2010--2011

  Variable                                                       Value for infants with birth weight of:                                                             
  -------------------------------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------- ---------------------------- ---------------------------- ----------------------------
  **Mortality**                                                                                                                                                      
  No. of deaths (no. of PDOFU)                                   433 (7 326 996)                           147 (1 119 524)              71 (146 813)                 47 (29 181)
  Deaths/1000 YOFU                                               21.6 (19.6--23.7)                         48.0 (40.8--56.4)            176.6 (140.0--222.9)         588.3 (442.0--783.0)
  Hazard ratio (95% CI)                                                                                                                                              
      Crude                                                      Ref                                       2.21 (1.83--2.66)            7.92 (6.16--10.18)           24.51 (18.13--33.12)
      Adjusted^a^                                                Ref                                       2.13 (1.76--2.59)            8.21 (6.26--10.76)           25.38 (18.36--35.10)
  **Illness**                                                                                                                                                        
  No. of episodes (no. of PDOFU)                                 47 969 (6 832 406)                        7 379 (1 041 876)            1 029 (136 089)              233 (26 638)
  Episodes/1000 YOFU                                             2 564.4 (2 541.5--2 587.4)                2 586.9 (2 528.5--2 646.6)   2 761.7 (2 598.1--2 935.7)   3 194.9 (2 809.9--3 632.6)
  Relative risk (95% CI)                                                                                                                                             
      Crude                                                      Ref                                       1.01 (0.98--1.04)            1.10 (1.01--1.19)            1.32 (1.12--1.57)
      Adjusted^a^                                                Ref                                       0.99 (0.96--1.03)            1.06 (0.98--1.14)            1.15 (0.98--1.36)
  **Absence of care seeking**                                                                                                                                        
  No. of absences (no. of illness episodes)                      7 680 (48 115)                            1 214 (7 405)                235 (1 031)                  52 (236)
  Percentage of illness episodes without care seeking (95% CI)   16.0 (15.6--16.3)                         16.4 (15.6--17.3)            22.8 (20.3--25.5)            22.0 (17.2--27.8)
  Odds ratio (95% CI)                                                                                                                                                
      Crude                                                      Ref                                       1.03 (0.95--1.12)            1.72 (1.41--2.08)            1.76 (1.18--2.63)
      Adjusted^a^                                                Ref                                       1.00 (0.91--1.09)            1.46 (1.18--1.81)            1.05 (0.68--1.63)
  **Health-facility admission**                                                                                                                                      
  No. of admissions (no. of illness episodes)                    3 496 (48 115)                            580 (7 405)                  88 (1 031)                   23 (236)
  Percentage of illness episodes with admission (95% CI)         7.3 (7.0--7.5)                            7.8 (7.2--8.5)               8.5 (7.0--10.4)              9.7 (6.6--14.2)
  Odds ratio (95% CI)                                                                                                                                                
      Crude                                                      Ref                                       1.10 (0.98--1.23)            1.16 (0.88--1.52)            1.46 (0.86--2.48)
      Adjusted^a^                                                Ref                                       1.12 (1.00--1.26)            1.12 (0.84--1.48)            1.41 (0.82--2.43)

CI: confidence interval; PDOFU: person-days of follow-up; Ref: reference; YOFU: years of follow-up.

^a^ Adjusted a priori for infant sex and single/multiple birth, maternal age, education, illness and occupation and household exposure to indoor smoke, distance to nearest health facility, ethnicity, number of children, religion and socioeconomic status.

We observed strong evidence that the effect of birth weight varied with time period (*P* \< 0.0001; [Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}). Although higher mortality with lower birth weight was seen in each time period, the magnitude of the association declined over time ([Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}). For example, compared with non-low-birth-weight infants, infants born weighing less than 1.50 kg had about 48 times the mortality rate in the neonatal period (aHR: 48.45) but only eight times in late infancy (aHR: 8.42). The corresponding ratios were similar for infants born weighing 1.50--1.99 kg -- 14.71 in the neonatal period and 1.61 in the late infant period -- and, to a lesser extent, for the infants born weighing 2.00--2.49 kg -- 2.29 and 1.60, respectively.

###### Associations between birth weight and infant mortality, illness, absence of care seeking and health-facility admission in the neonatal period and early and late infancy, 2010--2011

  Variable, time period**^a^**                                   Value for infants with birth weight of:                                                             
  -------------------------------------------------------------- ----------------------------------------- ---------------------------- ---------------------------- ----------------------------
  **Mortality, neonatal period**                                                                                                                                     
  No. of deaths (no. of PDOFU)                                   144 (51 8 319)                            53 (80 502)                  45 (11 146)                  35 (2 502)
  Deaths/1000 YOFU                                               97.9 (83.1--115.2)                        231.9 (177.2--303.6)         1357.1 (1 006.5--1 829.9)    4947.3 (3 552.1--6 890.4)
  Adjusted hazard ratio (95% CI)^b^                              Ref                                       2.29 (1.66--3.15)            14.71 (10.37--20.86)         48.45 (32.81--71.55)
  **Mortality, early infancy**                                                                                                                                       
  No. of deaths (no. of PDOFU)                                   157 (2 884 213)                           61 (442 344)                 22 (57 927)                  8 (11 717)
  Deaths/1000 YOFU                                               19.1 (16.3--22.4)                         47.1 (36.3--61.0)            151.2 (101.4--225.6)         249.6 (124.8--499.1)
  Adjusted hazard ratio (95% CI)^b^                              Ref                                       2.45 (1.81--3.31)            7.22 (4.57--11.42)           12.95 (6.30--26.60)
  **Mortality, late infancy**                                                                                                                                        
  No. of deaths (no. of PDOFU)                                   132 (3 450 857)                           33 (522 731)                 4 (67 449)                   4 (12 897)
  Deaths/1000 YOFU                                               14.1 (11.8--16.7)                         23.2 (16.5--32.6)            21.8 (8.2--58.0)             113.9 (42.8--303.6)
  Adjusted hazard ratio (95% CI)^b^                              Ref                                       1.60 (1.09--2.35)            1.61 (0.59--4.39)            8.42 (3.09--22.92)
  **Illness, neonatal period**                                                                                                                                       
  No. of episodes (no. of PDOFU)                                 2 343 (537 087)                           411 (83 316)                 106 (11 533)                 42 (2 534)
  Episodes/1000 YOFU                                             1 593.4 (1 530.2--1 659.2)                1 801.8 (1 635.8--1 984.7)   3 357.0 (2 775.1--4 061.0)   6 053.9 (4 473.9--8 191.7)
  Adjusted relative risk (95% CI)^b^                             Ref                                       1.00 (0.89--1.12)            1.57 (1.27--1.95)            1.58 (1.13--2.21)
  **Illness, early infancy**                                                                                                                                         
  No. of episodes (no. of PDOFU)                                 14 644 (2 882 964)                        2246 (441 850)               324 (57 927)                 67 (11 543)
  Episodes/1000 YOFU                                             1 855.3 (1 825.5--1 885.6)                1 856.6 (1 781.4--1 935.0)   2 042.9 (1 832.2--2 277.9)   2 120.1 (1 668.7--2 693.7)
  Adjusted relative risk (95% CI)^b^                             Ref                                       0.99 (0.94--1.04)            1.10 (0.97--1.23)            1.10 (0.85--1.43)
  **Illness, late infancy**                                                                                                                                          
  No. of episodes (no. of PDOFU)                                 30 776 (341 2047)                         4 689 (516 711)              596 (66 629)                 122 (12 561)
  Episodes/1000 YOFU (95% CI)                                    3 294.5 (3 257.9--3331.5)                 3 314.5 (3 221.0--3 410.8)   3 267.2 (3 015.1--3 540.3)   3 547.5 (2 970.7--4 236.3)
  Adjusted relative risk (95% CI)^b^                             Ref                                       0.99 (0.96--1.03)            0.99 (0.89--1.08)            1.07 (0.87--1.32)
  **Absence of care seeking, neonatal period**                                                                                                                       
  No. of absences (no. of illness episodes)                      1 210 (2 378)                             217 (420)                    78 (107)                     30 (44)
  Percentage of illness episodes without care seeking (95% CI)   50.9 (48.9--52.9)                         51.7 (46.9--56.4)            72.9 (63.7--80.5)            68.2 (53.0--80.3)
  Adjusted odds ratio (95% CI)^b^                                Ref                                       1.04 (0.81--1.34)            3.30 (1.98--5.48)            2.07 (0.97--4.43)
  **Absence of care seeking, early infancy**                                                                                                                         
  No. of absences (no. of illness episodes)                      2 549 (15 227)                            403 (2 331)                  82 (333)                     8 (70)
  Percentage of illness episodes without care seeking (95% CI)   16.7 (16.2--17.3)                         17.3 (15.8--18.9)            24.6 (20.3--29.5)            11.4 (5.8--21.3)
  Adjusted odds ratio (95% CI)^b^                                Ref                                       1.03 (0.90--1.19)            1.74 (1.26--2.39)            0.63 (0.27--1.46)
  **Absence of care seeking, late infancy**                                                                                                                          
  No. of absences (no. of illness episodes)                      3 921 (30 510)                            594 (4 654)                  75 (591)                     14 (122)
  Percentage of illness episodes without care seeking (95% CI)   12.9 (12.5--13.2)                         12.8 (11.8--13.8)            12.7 (10.2--15.6)            11.5 (6.9--18.5)
  Adjusted odds ratio (95% CI)^b^                                Ref                                       0.97 (0.86--1.09)            0.98 (0.72--1.32)            0.85 (0.43--1.66)
  **Health-facility admission, neonatal period**                                                                                                                     
  No. of admissions (no. of illness episodes)                    250 (2 378)                               48 (420)                     7 (107)                      6 (44)
  Percentage of illness episodes with admission (95% CI)         10.5 (9.3--11.8)                          11.4 (8.7--14.8)             6.5 (3.1--13.1)              13.6 (6.2--27.4)
  Adjusted odds ratio (95% CI)^b^                                Ref                                       1.11 (0.77--1.60)            0.56 (0.24--1.29)            1.59 (0.59--4.27)
  **Health-facility admission, early infancy**                                                                                                                       
  No. of admissions (no. of illness episodes)                    1 019 (15 227)                            194 (2 331)                  28 (333)                     6 (70)
  Percentage of illness episodes with admission (95% CI)         6.7 (6.3--7.1)                            8.3 (7.3--9.5)               8.4 (5.9--11.9)              8.6 (3.9--17.9)
  Adjusted odds ratio (95% CI)^b^                                Ref                                       1.35 (1.12--1.63)            1.19 (0.75--1.89)            1.34 (0.51--3.52)
  **Health-facility admission, late infancy**                                                                                                                        
  No. of admissions (no. of illness episodes)                    2 227 (30 510)                            338 (4 654)                  53 (591)                     11 (122)
  Percentage of illness episodes with admission (95% CI)         7.3 (7.0--7.6)                            7.3 (6.6--8.0)               9.0 (6.9--11.6)              9.0 (5.1--15.6)
  Adjusted odds ratio (95% CI)^b^                                Ref                                       1.03 (0.89--1.18)            1.24 (0.88--1.75)            1.36 (0.65--2.85)

CI: confidence interval; PDOFU: person-days of follow-up; Ref: reference; YOFU: years of follow-up.

^a^ The neonatal period, early infancy and late infancy were represented by ages of 0--364, 0--27, 28--182 and 183--364 days, respectively.

^b^ Adjusted a priori for infant sex and single/multiple birth, maternal age, education, illness and occupation and household exposure to indoor smoke, distance to nearest health facility, ethnicity, number of children, religion and socioeconomic status.

The effect of birth weight on mortality did not vary by either distance to the nearest health facility or socioeconomic status -- with *P*-values above 0.2 for all the relevant interactions.

Infant illness
--------------

Mothers reported 56 610 episodes of illness in 19 292 infants. Following an initial peak in the neonatal period, age-specific illness rates increased over time ([Fig. 2](#F2){ref-type="fig"}). Upon adjustment for other factors, birth weight was not associated with infant illness overall ([Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}) although the association varied significantly with time period (*P* = 0.0013). Compared with non-low-birth-weight infants, infants born weighing 1.50--1.99 kg (aRR: 1.57) and less than 1.50 kg (aRR: 1.58) had higher illness rates in the neonatal period -- although there was little evidence of an association later in infancy ([Table 3](#T3){ref-type="table"}).
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Care seeking
------------

We observed evidence of an absence of care seeking for infants born weighing 1.50--1.99 kg (aOR, 1.46) -- compared with ill non-low-birth-weight infants ([Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}). Although, in the univariable analysis, there was also evidence of an absence of care seeking for infants born weighing less than 1.50 kg (crude odds ratio, cOR: 1.76), this association was no longer apparent after adjustment for infant age and other covariates (aOR: 1.05; [Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}). Care seeking varied between the neonatal period and early and late infancy (*P* = 0.0002). However, in each of these time periods, an absence of care seeking was only observed for infants born weighing 1.50--1.99 kg.

Admissions
----------

Overall, 4187 admissions were reported for 3485 infants. We found no association between birth weight and admissions over the first year of life ([Table 2](#T2){ref-type="table"}) or in the neonatal, early or late infant periods (*P* = 0.1383).

Additional analyses
-------------------

To understand further how illness, care seeking and admissions related to mortality, we undertook additional post-hoc exploratory analyses of verbal postmortem data for the infants who died. We compared disease progression, care seeking and admissions during the fatal illness for the low-birth-weight and non-low-birth-weight infants, using proportions and *χ^2^* tests ([Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"}). Data on cause of death were unavailable.

###### Illness, care seeking and caregiving behaviour during fatal illnesses among infants in their first year of life, Ghana, 2010--2011

  Variable                                                No. (%)      *P*          
  ------------------------------------------------------- ------------ ------------ --------
  **Duration of fatal illness in days**                                             
  \< 1                                                    21 (5.0)     12 (4.6)     
  1--7                                                    216 (51.2)   142 (54.2)   
  \> 7                                                    185 (43.8)   108 (41.2)   0.7440
  **Care sought for infant?**                                                       
  No                                                      55 (13.0)    60 (22.9)    
  Yes                                                     367 (87.0)   202 (77.1)   0.0010
  **Days ill before care sought**^a^                                                
  \< 1                                                    135 (36.8)   71 (35.2)    
  1--3                                                    174 (47.4)   86 (42.6)    
  \> 3                                                    58 (15.8)    45 (22.3)    0.1510
  **PMC sought**^a^                                                                 
  No                                                      24 (6.5)     29 (14.4)    
  Yes                                                     343 (93.5)   173 (85.6)   0.0020
  **Sought care elsewhere**^a^                                                      
  No                                                      228 (62.1)   116 (57.4)   
  Yes                                                     139 (37.9)   86 (42.6)    0.2730
  **Caregiving for infants for whom PMC was sought**^b^                             
  Admitted to a health facility?                                                    
      No                                                  179 (52.2)   82 (47.4)    
      Yes                                                 164 (47.8)   91 (52.6)    0.3040
  Medical therapy received?                                                         
      No                                                  52 (15.2)    38 (22.0)    
      Yes^c^                                              291 (84.8)   135 (78.0)   0.0540
  Died in health facility?                                                          
      No                                                  162 (47.2)   88 (50.9)    
      Yes                                                 181 (52.8)   85 (49.1)    0.4350

LBW: low-birth-weight; PMC: professional medical care.

^a^ The denominators for the percentages shown were the numbers of infants for whom care was sought: 367 for the non-LBW and 202 for the LBW.

^b^ The denominators for the percentages shown were the numbers of infants for whom professional medical care was sought: 343 for the non-LBW and 173 for the LBW.

^c^ Medicine was prescribed and/or surgery occurred.

Verbal postmortem data were available for 684 (98.0%) of the 698 infants who died. Families of the low-birth-weight infants who died were less likely to have sought care than those of non-low-birth-weight infants who died (*P* = 0.001; [Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"}). Among the families who did seek care, only 173 (85.6%) of the 202 families of low-birth-weight infants -- compared with 343 (93.5%) of the 367 families of non-low-birth-weight infants (*P* = 0.002) -- sought professional medical care -- i.e. from a clinic, doctor, hospital, nurse or pharmacy. There was little evidence of differences -- between the low-birth-weight and other infants who died -- in the duration of illness, in the time to seek care, in the proportions of families who sought care from non-medically trained sources and in the proportions of infants who were admitted to a health facility or who died in a health facility ([Table 4](#T4){ref-type="table"}).

Discussion
==========

Low birth weight affects adversely on health outcomes throughout infancy. Compared with other infants, low-birth-weight infants -- especially those born weighing less than 1.50 kg -- have substantively higher mortality rates. In our study population, this association did not vary by socioeconomic status or by distance to the nearest health facility. Furthermore, low-birth-weight infants had higher illness rates in the neonatal period but care was less likely to be sought for them when they were ill in the neonatal period or early infancy -- even if they were having illnesses that led to their deaths.

Although several studies have investigated the association between mortality and low birth weight in sub-Saharan Africa,[@R5]^,^[@R16]^--^[@R21] few have generated population-based mortality estimates for infants born weighing either 1.50--1.99 kg or less than 1.50 kg. In a single study from Malawi from more than 20 years ago, neonatal and infant mortality rates were 13 and five times higher, respectively, among those with birth weights below 2.00 kg than in those with higher birth weights.[@R21] These ratios are similar to our estimates for infants born weighing 1.50--1.99 kg. A birth weight of less than 1.50 kg may be considered a sensitive and specific marker for preterm birth.[@R22]^,^[@R23] We compared our results for infants with such very low birth weights with those of two studies[@R6]^,^[@R24] that investigated mortality among infants that were preterm and small for gestational age. In low- or middle-income countries, compared with other infants, infants who were both preterm and small for gestational age were found to be over 16, 19 and six times more likely to die during the early neonatal, late neonatal and post-neonatal periods, respectively.[@R6] In the United Republic of Tanzania, compared with other infants, infants who were both preterm and small for gestational age were found to be 15 and three times more likely to die in the neonatal and post-neonatal periods, respectively.[@R24] The effect estimates produced in both of these earlier studies are substantially lower than our related estimates -- of 48-, 13- and eightfold higher risks of mortality, for infants born weighing less than 1.50 kg than for non-low-birth-weight infants, in the neonatal period, early infancy and late infancy, respectively

The association observed between birth weight and mortality in our study was not reflected in corresponding associations with illness -- except in the neonatal period -- or facility admissions. Our data indicate relatively low frequencies of care seeking for ill low-birth-weight infants, even for those suffering fatal illnesses. Lack of care seeking for such infants decreases their opportunity for hospital admission.

A few studies have investigated the association between birth weight and illness in Africa, with varying results. Several studies have reported no association between birth weight and infant clinic attendance, admissions or illness.[@R3]^,^[@R25]^--^[@R28] In contrast, an analysis of hospital admissions -- based on both written records and maternal recall -- in a periurban area in the United Republic of Tanzania[@R29] found that infants with birth weights of 2.00 kg or less were more likely to be hospitalized in the first year of life than infants with higher birth weights (aHR; 2.74; 95% CI: 1.66--4.54). As this analysis was restricted to admissions to district hospitals, the severity of the illnesses among those admitted was likely to be greater than in our analysis, which included admissions to any type of health facility. In urban South Africa, infants born at less than 32 weeks' gestation were more likely to be hospitalized for respiratory syncytial virus, bronchiolitis and pneumonia in childhood than other infants.[@R30] In another South African study, pneumonia was associated with preterm delivery -- but not with low birth weight.[@R3]

We found that the families of sick low-birth-weight infants were less likely to have sought care for their infants, even when those infants were suffering from illnesses that led to their deaths. We are aware of only one study that has investigated this topic: an analysis of 840 infants, in rural Malawi, in which preterm and term infants were found to have accessed health care a similar number of times when investigated at 12, 18 and 24 months of age (*P* = 0.86).[@R25]

Several factors may explain why, in a population where birth weight was strongly associated with death, there was little association between birth weight and either care seeking or admissions for illness. First, our data on illness and any associated care seeking and admissions were based on maternal recall. As caregiver recognition of childhood illnesses in low- and middle-income settings is often poor,[@R31] illness may have been underreported in our study. The possibility that illness in low-birth-weight infants was less, or more likely to be reported by mothers than illness in non-low-birth-weight infants cannot be excluded. Qualitative data from Uganda indicated poor recognition of low birth weight as a danger sign and a consequent lack of care seeking for neonatal illness.[@R32] A failure to recognize and appreciate the severity of illness among low-birth-weight infants who subsequently die has also been reported.[@R33]

Compared with general illness, health-facility admission is probably a more notable event that is less likely to be underreported and is a useful marker for severe disease. Although severity is recognized as an important determinant of care seeking,[@R31] in our study area it has been observed that care is not sought for up to 50% of severe illnesses.[@R34] The apparent reluctance of caregivers in this area to seek care for sick low-birth-weight infants may explain the discordance between our reported admission and mortality rates. Caregivers may think that care seeking for weak low-birth-weight infants is pointless because they believe that health care will not increase the infant's chance of surviving.[@R9] In our study area certain illnesses are considered to be untreatable by modern medicine.[@R34] The possibility that, in our study areas, such illnesses occur more frequently among low-birth-weight infants than other infants cannot be excluded.

Another possibility is that, during fatal illnesses, sudden illness onset and rapid disease progression are relatively common among low-birth-weight infants -- leaving insufficient time to seek care before death. Although our analyses of fatal illnesses indicated that birth weight had no impact on illness duration or the time taken to seek care, the power of these analyses was limited by the small sample size.

This study has several strengths. Given the population-based nature of the cohort and the low numbers of individuals excluded from the analyses, our results are likely to be largely representative of the study area's population. The large sample size provided sufficient power for us to generate estimates of mortality for several categories of low birth weight, including birth weights of less than 1.50 kg. Our study further benefited from low rates of loss to follow-up and from the almost complete data on mortality, including date of death. Any misclassification of deaths by time period should have been negligible.

This study has some limitations. As we lacked accurate data on gestational age at birth, we could not generate separate estimates by level of prematurity or for infants that were small for gestational age. We had fairly robust -- albeit recall-based -- data on whether care was sought for an infant during illness. However, data on several factors that could differ according to birth weight -- e.g. time to illness onset, time to care seeking, disease severity and the type of care sought -- other than admission to a health facility -- were not collected. These factors merit further study. Despite the large sample size, the study was not sufficiently powered to detect moderate differences in illness or admissions by birth weight, especially in the smaller categories of birth weight stratified by time period. The recall of dates of illness was generally poor -- e.g. the start dates of more than 40% of reported episodes of illness were recorded as unknown. Although the assumptions we made in estimating the missing dates may have led to some misclassification by time period, the monthly data collection meant that almost 75% of all imputed illness dates were reported within 30 days of a previous visit.

In conclusion, strategies to minimize neonatal and infant mortality should target the entire first year of life of low-birth-weight infants. Care for such infants needs to be improved. Our study highlights the need for further studies in Africa to investigate the association between birth weight and infant illness and mortality and any related caregiving and care seeking. Qualitative research on the care of low-birth-weight infants, including the barriers to -- and facilitators of -- care seeking, is needed.
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